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Letter to the Editor—The George MacDonald Industry: 















Harmony Within	(1982).	Puffin	has	editions	of	the	Curdie	books	and	At the 
Back of the North Wind.	Schocken	has	The Complete Fairy Tales of George 
MacDonald.	Signet	Classics	has	just	come	out	with	an	edition	of	At the 
Back of the North Wind,	with	a	succinct	yet	insightful	afterword	by	Michael	
Patrick	Hearn.	Under	the	editorship	of	Hein,	Shaw	Publishers	have	compiled	
Mac	Donald’s	sermons,	Collier	has	seen	fit	to	reprint	Lewis’s	anthology	on	




























as	The Last Castle,	The Shopkeeper’s Daughter,	The Prodigal Apprentice,	
























 The Last Castle	is	based	on	MacDonald’s	St George and St Michael	
(1876),	a	three-volume	historical	novel	of	the	English	Puritan	revolution.	
The	new	edition	is	a	mere	286	pages,	and	I	read	the	book	in	about	3	hours.	St 
































	 Notice	how	Hamilton’s	rationalization	for	his	editing	of	The Last 
Castle	mirrors	Lewis’s	sentiments:
As	in	the	previous	books,	the	aim	has	been	to	make	MacDonald	
available,	affordable,	and	readable.	MacDonald	has	few	equals	
as	a	storyteller,	but	his	writing	is	overlong,	often	uneven,	and	
does	not	always	rise	to	the	same	level	as	his	story.	The	book	
in	its	original	version	is	lengthy	and	sometimes	tedious;	I	
have	trimmed	away	the	occasional	outbreaks	of	irrelevancy,	
eliminated	repetitive	material,	made	consistent	the	choices	
of	spelling	and	dialect,	reshuffled	out-of-sequence	scenes,	
and	tightened	dragging	narrative.	However,	I	certainly	do	not	
represent	my	version	as	better	than	the	original;	it	is	only	easier	
to	read,	and	published	now	at	a	price	within	the	grasp	of	many	
who	cannot	find	or	afford	the	unfortunately	scarce	originals.	
The	original	editions	of	any	MacDonald	novels	(when	and	
where	they	can	be	found)	are	well	worth	the	reading,	(p.	228)
Hamilton	has	the	same	condescending	attitude	as	does	Lewis,	but	Lewis	
was	talking	primarily	of	MacDonald’s	fantasy	literature	(which	no	editor	
would	even	consider	altering	from	the	original).	Take	away	the	words	from	a	
realistic	novel,	and	you	merely	have	an	outline;	change	dialogue—angli	cize	
it—and	you	have	taken	away	the	heart	of	the	work.	And	essentially	these	new	
editions	of	MacDonald’s	novels	are	merely	outlines	of	the	originals,	nothing	
close	to	the	originals	and,	when	analyzed	as	art,	complete	failures.
	 Hutton	laments	that	“MacDonald	studies,	hardly	yet	begun,	seem	
to	me	harmed	by	obliquity	and	the	perpetuation	of	canards,	such	as	the	one	
that	only	a	handful	of	his	works—fairy	stories,	Phantastes	and	Lilith—are	
acceptable	to	what	Dr	McGillis	exalts	into	a	consensus	of	connaisseurs”	
(p.	17).	And	ironically	these	new	editions	of	his	novels	may	reinforce	these	
canards.	It	is	unfortunate	that	publishers	haven’t	seen	fit	to	reissue	original	
reprints	so	MacDonald	can	speak	for	himself.	If,	as	Hamilton	claims,	much	
of	MacDonald	is	tedious	and	irrelevant,	then	why	publish	his	novels	at	all?	
[43]	
	 I	suspect	that	the	underlying	motivation	for	these	editions	is	money,	
all	at	the	expense	of	MacDonald’s	art.	His	fairy	tales	and	fantasies	have	stood	
the	test	of	time—they	are	classics	in	their	own	right.	Such	a	claim	cannot	
yet	be	made	of	his	novels,	and	I’m	afraid	that	these	new	editions	just	might	
turn	off	future	MacDonald	scholars.	If	the	goal	is	to	have	MacDonald	studied	
more	thoroughly,	to	bring	him	to	the	attention	of	scholars	and	lay	readers,	
then	we	certainly	need	original	reprints	with	scholarly	introductions.	If	his	
novels	don’t	merit	such	scrutiny	then	let	them	rest	in	the	rare	book	rooms.	
But	don’t	apologize	for	his	writing,	don’t	edit	his	writing	and	destroy	what	
MacDonald	wrote.	When	there’s	so	many	intelligent	studies	on	MacDonald	
it’s	a	shame	that	part	of	the	MacDonald	Industry	has	decided	that	price	and	
“readability”	are	preferred	over	art.	[44]
